* I wish to express my thanks and gratitude to Professor A. K. Grayson who read the penultimate and ultimate manuscripts of this article and ofTered welcome criticisms and substantial improvements. I would also like to express my thanks to D. O. Edzard and G. Wilhelm for their insightful impute. 1 For a translation of all three exemplars with an up-to-date bibliography, see B. R.
Foster, Before the Muses: An Anthology of Akkadian Literature I (1993) 410-428. 2 C. Bezold/E. W. Budge, The Teil El-Amarna Tablets in the British Museum (1892) no. 82; O. Schroeder, VS 12 (1915) no. 195; and, S. Izre'el, Cun Mon. 9 (1997) and Uruk (SpTU I) recension, iii 13'-14', iv -3'. In both exemplars, each of the seven gates are named specifically after their gatekeepers: STT 28 iii41'-47' // SpTU l iii 13'-14', iv 1 descent into the netherworld, mention only seven. 7 It is very puzzling why the EA edition of Nergal and Ereskigal has twice äs many gates äs the Sultantepe and Uruk versions of the myth äs well äs Inanna/ Istar's descent into Ereskigal's residence. This brief study will demonstrate that the earliest known edition of Nergal and Ereskigal upholds the Sumero-Babylonian tradition of seven gates leading into the netherworld by re-evaluating lines67-74 of the E A recension and the meaning of the Akkadian term bäbu ("gate, door").
After being disrespectful to and infuriating Ereskigal, painstakingly avoiding her trusted vizier Namtar, receiving counsel and an entourage of fourteen demons from Ea, Nergal descends from the heavens into the netherworld. Soon after his arrival, he is granted admittance by Namtar and begins stationing the fourteen demons accompanying him at each and every gate leading into the heart of Ereskigal's gloomy abode. The narrative of the Middle Babylonian (EA) version, lines 67-74, reads äs follows: According to the legend of Etana, the heavens also had seven gates. They are all named after seven deities: Anu, Enlil, Ea, Sin, Samas, Adad and Istar. See, C. Saporetti, Etana (1990) 94-95 exemplar E: 3-5. the sixth, Terid (Ousting) at the seventh, Idiptu (Wind) at the eighth, Bennu (Epilepsy) at the ninth, Sidänu (Vertigo) at the tenth, Miqit (Collapse) at the eleventh, Bel-üri (Lord of the Roof) at the twelfth, Ummu (Burning Fever) at the thirteenth, (and) LTbu (Scab) at the fourteenth bäbu r The Akkadian term bäbu, which according to the CAD and AHw., has the primary meaning "opening, doorway (Türeingang), door (Tür), gate (Tor), entrance", 8 has been purposely left untranslated for the time being since the author does not feel the primary meaning of the word fits this particular context. Since there are no less than three Sumero-Akkadian literary compositions that state that there were seven gates leading into the land of the dead, the mention of fourteen in the aforementioned passage almost certainly refers to the number of door leaves rather than the number of doorways. Based on this Interpretation, each of the seven gates would have been composed of a lentil, two doorjambs, and two door leaves. Since this style of gateway was not uncommon in Mesopotamian art and architecture, 9 it is therefore not unlikely that this type of gate was set up in each of the seven surrounding walls of the netherworld. 10 The Akkadian term bäbu in the context of lines 67-74 of the E A recension of Nergal and Ereskigal should therefore not be translated äs its primary meaning "door, gate" but äs a "door leaf (Türflügel)", a hitherto unsuggested less frequently used secondary meaning of the word. 8 One may argue that if the number fourteen refers to the door leaves rather than the actual number of gates, then why did the scribe use bäbu instead of daltu or mutertu, two Akkadian terms which have the primary meaning "door leaf", 11 and why did he not simply state that there were seven gates äs the later exemplars do? Unfortunately, there is no clear cut evidence why bäbu was used here instead of daltu or mutertu, and why the number fourteen is used rather than seven. One possible explanation for the major discrepancies between the EA version and the Sultantepe and Uruk recensions, especially the mention of fourteen bäbu rather than the Standard seven, is that the Middle Babylonian copy may have been a highly abbreviated edition of an earlier version of the myth now lost, while the Neo-Assyrian and Seleucid exemplars may have been an expansion of a different earlier version which is also now lost.
12 Why bäbu was used in the context of the aforementioned passage rather than daltu or mutertu cannot be answered äs easily. However, assuming that bäbu is a synonym of daltu and/or mutertu, and assuming that the original author of this literary work knew that bäbu was a perfectly acceptable word for "door leaf", then one may tentatively propose that when the myth was written down, its composer, for one reason or another, chose to render "door leaf" äs bäbu rather than daltu or mutertu. Unfortunately, due to the complete lack of textual evidence both theories are purely speculation; however, the aforementioned proposals do provide valid, logical explanations for why there are so many differences between the earlier and later versions of the Nergal and Ereskigal myth and why "door leaf" is rendered by the term bäbu. The only thing that can be said with certainty, is that the copy of the myth dictated to the el-Amarna scribe specifically mentioned fourteen bäbu, not seven bäbu, fourteen dalätu, or even fourteen muterretu. u " AHw. 154b, and688a.
Unfortunately, the Suggestion that bäbu has a secondary meaning of "door leaf" cannot be substantiated by synonym lists. The term does not appear in the daltu synonym list and vice-versa. However, the possibility that bäbu has a secondary meaning of "door leaf" is supported by the fact that daltu and mutertu, both terms having the primary meaning "door leaf", do not appear together in any synonym list. See CT 18, 3 rev. ii 1-20 and 4 rev. i 26-36; and, A. D. Kilmer, The First Tablet of "malku = sarru" in JAOS 83 (1963) If the number fourteen refers to door leaves rather than the gates and if the term bäbu does in fact have a less frequently used meaning of "door leaf" and is a synonym of daltu and/or mutertu, then the earliest known edition of Nergal and Ereskigal upholds the SumeroBabylonian tradition of seven gates leading into the heart of the netherworld. Thus, when the mighty plague god shouted out, "Let the doors be opened!" 14 , each member of the seven pairs of gatekeepers grasped his respective door latch and pulled the door leaf open from the center of the gate outward towards its doorjamb 15 . While the gates remained open, Nergal rushed into Ereskigal's central court, yanked her down from her throne, and usurped the sole authority of the netherworld.
